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Abstract: This article maps various conceptualizations of the self and praxis in child and 
youth care theory. With specific reference to the curriculum and pedagogy developed at 
the School of Child and Youth Care at the University of Victoria, the shift from the 
knowledge, skills, self (KSS) model to the praxis framework is argued to exemplify a 
move to a more dynamic and politically nuanced rendering of the concept of the self 
relative to its more canonical expressions. The canonical self of CYC is proposed here as 
an aggregate of the writings of a small group of CYC theorists that together constitute the 
dominant conceptualization of the self in the field’s literature. Historical and philosophic 
context is provided for the articulation of the self in the canonical literature and a brief 
review of this literature is provided. The concept of politicized praxis builds on White’s 
(2007) Praxis Framework, as well as the work of other CYC theorists and practitioners 
(e.g., de Finney, Dean, Loiselle, & Saraceno, 2011; Gharabaghi & Krueger, 2010; Skott-
Myhre & Skott-Myhre, 2011), to propose an avenue of theoretical development that 
might more adequately respond to the realities and experiences of diverse children, youth, 
and families. As a review this paper critically reflects on CYC’s theoretical traditions; as 
an opening gambit it proposes a way forward in theorizing a praxis that is responsive to 
the realities of contemporary society. 
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The praxis framework (White, 2007) is quickly becoming a guiding pedagogical force at 

the School of Child and Youth Care, University of Victoria, as well as across North American 
Child and Youth Care (CYC). Building on the earlier knowledge, skills, self (KSS) framework, 
while transforming some of its central components, praxis offers us a way of integrating theory 
and practice in complex, shifting, and politically charged contexts. In such contexts White (2007) 
proposes that the concept of “ways of being”, as an active and dynamic rendition of the concept 
of the “self”, allows for relational and ethical accounts of practitioners’ being in the world. This 
paper proposes that a close tracing of the concept of the self through CYC’s rich literature and 
into the current praxis framework can help us map our theoretical and pedagogical past and 
future possibilities. I therefore chart conceptual approaches to the self in North American CYC 
literature, curricular, and professional development, and Western philosophy more generally. 
While a full account of these dimensions of the concept of the self is beyond the scope of this 
paper, I do provide a tracing of these ideas that connects our theoretical lineage to a proposal for 
further development to the praxis framework. I begin by providing a context for the paper by 
outlining a history of the concept of the self in CYC curriculum and professionalization. Next I 
provide a very brief genealogy of the self in Western philosophy, elaborate my concept of the 
canonical self, and engage with the central CYC literature on the topic. I close the paper by 
providing an account of the transition that occurred in 2007 at SCYC from the KSS model to the 
praxis framework and argue for further developments in line with a more politicized rendering of 
the self and praxis. This paper does not attempt an objective report on the state of affairs in the 
field or its literature but rather, as part of my own praxis, elaborates an account of my own 
thinking, practice, and hopes. 

 
The Concept of the Self in Early CYC Curriculum (1970 to 2000) 

  
  Contemporary CYC is a practice approach to supporting the well-being of children, 
youth, and families. With roots in residential care, youth work, and developmental psychology, 
CYC has been developing as an academic program at School of Child and Youth Care (SCYC) 
since 1973 (Anglin, 1999; Pence, 1989). The field of CYC, inclusive of practice and academic 
domains, is generally concentrated on direct, caring, and holistic therapeutic relationships with 
children and youth informed by developmental, systems, and strengths-based theories (Anglin, 
1999; Mattingly, Stuart, & VanderVen, 2010). The self has featured as a core concept in the 
understanding of the caring relationship and the fully present practitioner, and has thus enjoyed a 
central place in CYC. White (2007), for example, describes one the hallmarks of CYC practice 
as “bringing oneself fully to the therapeutic relationship” (p. 225). 
 

The concept of the self has been central to North American CYC for at least the past 40 
years. Writings on the self, for example, constituted a large part of the curricula in the first 
Canadian degree program in CYC, then called the Child Care Program, which was offered at the 
University of Victoria (UVic). The early “knowledge, skills, self” (KSS) model (School of Child 
and Youth Care, 2011) and later “self-driven” (Garfat & Ricks, 1995) and “self-awareness” 
(Ricks, 1989) models have been used to train practitioners and theorize practice, as well as to 
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differentiate CYC from other professions and academic disciplines (Anglin, 1999). In the field’s 
early writings, the self, in addition to a state of being present that underlies caring relationships, 
was understood as the ethical cornerstone to practice (Garfat & Ricks, 1995). Contemporary 
thinking continues in this tradition and views the self as the mediator of professional practice 
(Mattingly et al., 2010) and a lens through which we interpret (Garfat & Charles, 2007). 

 
North American CYC, based originally on the educator programs in Europe, became a 

distinct academic discipline in the 1960s and 1970s, in part through program development at 
UVic (Pence, 1989). The impetus for the development of a child care program at UVic, Pence 
explains, came predominantly from governmental and child service agencies requesting 
university-level training programs for child care workers. The Child Care Program was 
inaugurated at UVic in 1973 with a broad focus on training workers in child and adolescent 
service delivery and a specific focus on “residential and day centres, particularly those 
individuals with emotional, learning, and social adjustment problems” (Program description, 
May 1974, as cited in Pence, 1989). The School of Child Care, which delivered the program, 
gradually became the School of Child and Youth Care, and the program was later renamed Child 
and Youth Care. By the end of the 1970s, the scope of the practice field encompassed residential 
treatment, rehabilitation, early intervention, juvenile justice, child-life, child care, recreation, and 
work in communities (Denholm, Pence, & Ferguson, 1983). Throughout the 1980s, SCYC 
developed individual courses with specific practice foci, as well as more encompassing 
frameworks. The first formal educational framework was the tripartite “knowledge, skills, self” 
(KSS) model (Pence, 1989) which featured in SCYC curriculum for decades to come and 
inaugurated an unprecedented concentration on the concept of the self. 

 
The KSS model conceptualized the self in terms of the personal values, beliefs, and 

assumptions the practitioner brings into practice and the meaning-making process (Ricks, 1989). 
The undergraduate student handbook for SCYC (2011) described the self as the personal 
characteristics evidenced by presentations of thought, word, and action. In terms of training and 
curriculum, the handbook explained that learning about one’s self involved developing 
awareness of thoughts, beliefs, values, communication, and actions. One of the distinguishing 
characteristics of CYC was thought to be the development of therapeutic or caring relationships 
that combined the personal and professional, which required “an integration of a complex 
constellation of knowledge, skills, and elements of self” (Anglin, 1999, p. 146). The self was 
viewed as the mediator of relationship; it comprised the personal characteristics that would 
facilitate therapeutic relationships, the framework for meaning-making, the driving force of 
actions and ethics, and the capacity of being present and reflective (Fewster, 1990; Garfat & 
Ricks, 1995; Ricks, 1989, 1993). By the 1990s, a proliferation of writings, theories, and practice 
approaches inextricably tied the concept of the self to CYC. 

 
Extending on the KSS model, theoretical developments in the late 1980s and the 1990s 

contributed to a more nuanced and operationalized view of the self that was related to ethics, 
awareness, relationship, and personal/professional development. Garfat and Ricks (1995) put 
forward a self-driven model of ethical decision-making in which the self of the practitioner 
informs and mediates the application of ethical codes and standards in specific contexts of 
practice. Frances Ricks (1989) advanced a self-awareness model that included self-image, 
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material, social, and spiritual aspects of the self, and a communicable knowledge of the self. 
Fewster (1990, 1999) offered personal experience and insights from psychology to explicate the 
self in its authentic and relational nature. Importantly, these authors continued to write about the 
self into the third millennium. The trend in CYC of emphasizing the importance of the self in 
theory and practice during the 1980s and 1990s was paralleled and further impelled by 
educational standardization and professionalization in CYC. 

  
Professionalization and Educational Standardization 

 
Beyond individual academic programs, the self, by the 1990s, was also gaining currency 

in larger CYC consortiums, credentialing organizations, and professional associations. Two 
influential organizational bodies in early North American CYC were the North American 
Consortium of Child and Youth Care Educational Programs (NACCYCEP) and the Association 
for Child and Youth Care Practice (ACYCP). These organizations led the way in consolidating 
and standardizing the definition, scope, and educational standards of CYC in North America, as 
well as mobilizing practitioners toward professionalization. The importance of the concept of the 
self was to resonate throughout these processes of standardization and professionalization. 
 
 NACCYCEP was formally established in 1990 with the purpose of advancing post-
secondary CYC education. In 1995, Anglin published a special report on NACCYCEP’s 
curriculum recommendations, which outlined what the consortium understood as the “unique and 
central” (p. 269) elements of post-secondary CYC education. The consortium’s 
recommendations, drafted by Henry Maier, focused on the interactional and interpersonal aspects 
of CYC work and defined many of the key curricular elements in terms of the self. The 
recommendations included the development of curriculum to support a practitioner’s “sense of 
self” (p. 271) and “professional use of self” (p. 272), arguing that, “the most effective 
interactions between workers and clients are based on relationships and the professional use of 
self” (p. 272). For NACCYCEP, the practice of care depended on the “use of self in shared 
experience” (p. 273). In 1998, Mark Krueger reported on NACCYCEP and advanced an 
interactive youth work curriculum that foregrounded “self in action” (Krueger, 1998, p. 68). 
Once the self was solidified as a central concept in North American CYC curricula, it quickly 
became important to professional standards and certification processes. 
 

Between 2000 and 2007, ACYCP, a North American professional credentialing and 
research organization, sponsored the North American Certification Project (NACP) in 
developing a certification program for professionals (Eckles et al., 2009). To develop a 
professional certification, “the NACP defined the field of child and youth care practice, 
described the requisite knowledge and skills necessary for professional practice and established a 
method to assess competence” (p. 2). In 2010, ACYCP, through the work of its certification 
board, published standards and implemented a comprehensive certification program. Known as 
the competency document, the Competencies for Professional Child and Youth Work 
Practitioners (Mattingly et al., 2010) put forward a list of five professional competency areas 
and a framework for evaluating professional competence across five practice contexts.  
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As in the curriculum consortiums, the concept of the self was deeply embedded in the 
competency document and given a full exposition as one of the contexts for practice. Some 
examples of the self in the competency areas include being “self-directed” and “engaged in 
professional and personal development and self-care” (p. 10), having “self-awareness” (p. 11) 
and “self-understanding” (p. 12), and assessing relationships “in an ongoing process of self 
reflection about the impact of the self” (p. 18). Professional practice is explained in the document 
to focus “on the use of self as a mediator of knowledge and skills” (p. 27). Furthermore, the 
competency document dictates that “foundational to Child and Youth Care is the use of self, but 
to make effective use of self in practice one must first be aware of and able to articulate the 
nature of the self” (p. 28). The nature of the self, however, was not elaborated on, nor was the 
process of acquiring or evaluating such knowledge described beyond the professional 
educational standards of diploma or baccalaureate in CYC. 

  
The competency document (Mattingly et al., 2010) has become the standard and central 

driving force in CYC professionalization in North America. Professionalization of the field, 
however, has not been achieved without significant criticisms and detractors. A recent volume 
(volume 43, issue 2) of one of the field’s most high-impact journals, Child & Youth Services, for 
example, specifically deconstructs, assesses, and, at times, criticizes professionalization. 
Although the definition of the field, its history, and its central concepts are debated and often 
disagreed upon, the concept of the self has been and continues to be central to CYC theory, 
curriculum, and professionalization.  

 
Before engaging in review of the literature on the self in CYC, in the next section I 

provide a brief genealogy of the concept of the self in Western philosophy and sketch out my 
concept of the canonical self. I do so to more fully examine my own philosophic underpinnings 
and foundational assumptions of the concept of the self. I also specifically look to highlight the 
diversity of ways the self has been conceptualized and critiqued in order to open up new avenues 
for thinking about the self in the 21st century. 

 
Western Philosophic Context 

 
The Cartesian image of the self has dominated Western thinking for nearly 400 years. 

Throughout the second half of the second millennium AD, Western philosophy, espoused in the 
texts of predominantly Caucasian European Christian heterosexual males, travelled the globe 
through the vectors of colonialism and imperialism. Descartes (1637/1996), as a foundational 
thinker in Western philosophy, proposed a split between mind and matter and described the self 
as reflective, perceiving, questioning, and the foundation for knowledge. These claims of a mind-
matter dualism and a self-reflective consciousness, although highly contested, have embedded 
themselves in many philosophical discourses on the self, including much of CYC theory. 

 
The modern concept of the self in Western philosophy can be traced in variable form 

from classical Greek philosophy to Descartes’ cogito. Plato (1992, trans.), in his dialogues on the 
death of Socrates, argued that the soul is immortal and distinct from the mortal body. The soul, 
for Plato, was a form that brought forth life in the material body and existed in another world 
after physical death. Aristotle (2008, trans.), highly indebted to Plato but divergent from the 
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latter’s clear separation of soul and body, developed the notion of the soul as the essence of a 
thing or living being. In Aristotle, for example, cutting was the essence of a knife and, following 
the same logic, the essence or soul of a human body was rational activity. Platonism and 
Aristotelianism flourished for centuries in the Western hemisphere and gradually entwined with 
Christian theology, particularly in scholasticism, to produce variable articulations of the self 
based on the ideas of essence or soul.  

 
In the 17th century, Descartes criticized classical and scholastic philosophy and 

formulated his cogito as a response. Descartes (1637/1996) founded a new philosophy on a 
skepticism applied to received, doubtable, and conjectural knowledge. He argued that sense 
perceptions and received knowledge can be ambiguous or suspect, and are therefore insufficient 
to found a philosophy seeking absolute truth. Descartes’ skeptical approach left him doubting 
everything except the very fact of his doubting. His new philosophy, therefore, was founded on 
the self-present consciousness that thinks and doubts, or the cogito. In Meditation II, Descartes 
argued that the proposition “I am” or “I exist” is necessarily true when put forward by a mind 
that conceives itself as such, and is therefore a reliable foundation for philosophy. The cogito, or 
thinking self, became the only rational basis of knowledge and was differentiated from the body, 
extensive reality, or matter. The thinking mind and the objects of extensive reality were 
henceforth two distinct ontological categories, the latter being perceived and acted on by the 
former. 

  
Dussel (2003) explains that Descartes’ separation of the mind from the body was firmly 

embedded in a European conceit that claimed a god’s eye view of the world removed from any 
spatial or historical coordinates. Throughout the Enlightenment period, he argues, Europeans 
usurped the power once attributed to an all-seeing and all-knowing god, endowing themselves 
with a subjectivity in a paternalistic relationship to the material world and non-Europeans others. 
For Dussel, the image of the conscious mind acting on an innate matter was also predicated on 
the prevalent colonial attitudes of the 1500s during Europe’s rise as an imperial power. Alcoff 
(2012) emphasizes that for Descartes and European modernity in general, “the knowing I is 
imagined to be both universal arbiter and neutral or perspectiveless observer and as such need 
not give an account of its own prejudgments or accord presumptive authority to others” (p. 63). 

 
The production of a European consciousness free of historical and material tethering and 

endowed with an beyond-doubt existence shot through with a sentiment of mastery justified 
much of the invasiveness of this philosophy throughout Europe’s colonies. As the spread of 
colonialism and Western philosophy intensified, so too did racist discourses that differentiated 
between a normative white or European subject and those marked by differences in skin, hair, 
and bone and categorized as other (Du Bois, 1897/1970). 

 
Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, during the years of war between colonial and 

Indigenous nations in North America and worldwide, Western idealist philosophers such as Kant 
(1781/2003), as well as empiricists such as Hume (1740/2003), wrestled with the notion of a 
unified self and its relationship to empirical reality, the body, spirit, and god. Kant proposed a 
critical philosophy in which subjective experience was understood in terms of universal or 
transcendental structures whereby consciousness had subjective awareness of objects in the 
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world through representations. However, Kant participated in a growing anthropology based on 
racial taxonomies, and privileged these “universal” structures of consciousness and reason to 
“men”, which he understood as white and civilized (Eze, 1997). Hume, contrary to Kant’s 
transcendentalism, foreclosed the possibility of a consciousness that unifies or underlies the 
multiplicity of sense perceptions that constitute temporal experience. Hegel (1807/1998), a 
starting point for teleological thinking about self-consciousness, viewed individual and social 
consciousness as a necessary and progressive development of spirit. 

  
Following another century of dialogue in philosophy, and the continued spread of 

European philosophy and dominance across the globe, the conversation on the self shifted again 
within Western thought through what Ricoeur (1970) called “the school of suspicion” (p. 32). 
The Cartesian self (Descartes, 1637/1996), he argued, received its most sustained critiques from 
the masters of suspicion Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud. Nietzsche rethought the self in terms of its 
history and embodiment, whereas Marx returned consciousness to material conditions of life and 
class, and Freud posited an ego wrenched between bodily drives and cultural rules. While the 
concept of the self has had a rich history and undergone enormous criticism, the self in CYC has 
generally coalesced around notions of reflexivity, essence, authenticity, morality, awareness, and 
presence, all of which can be traced through dominant European thought. In the next section I 
engage with an assemblage of literature which I believe has been central to thinking about the 
self in CYC and continues in the Western philosophic tradition. I then provide a short critique of 
this literature and attempt to think through how we as a field might address some of the problems 
facing contemporary children, youth, and families through a more politicized notion of self and 
praxis. 

  
The Canonical Self 

 
 The canonical self is a concept I developed to help me think through a central portion of 
the CYC literature related to the self. For me, the canonical self is an aggregate of the writings of 
a small group of CYC theorists that together constitute the dominant conceptualization of the self 
in the field’s literature. The canonical self, as I have thus far demonstrated, is for me situated 
within the historical development of CYC and European philosophy more generally. The main 
authors who contributed to this canonical body of literature, and who have thus come to hold a 
place of authority in articulating the self for the field, include Frances Ricks (1989, 1993, 2001), 
Thom Garfat (1998, 2003; Garfat & Charles, 2007; Garfat & Ricks, 1995), Gerry Fewster (1990, 
1999, 2010), and Mark Krueger (1991, 1994, 1997, 2009). Many other individuals in North 
American have contributed to CYC’s rendition of the self; however, the texts of these four 
authors constitute what I believe to be the canonical literature.  
 

These canonical authors who wrote prolifically during the 1980s and 1990s – and in some 
cases continue to do so up to the present day – were influenced by other innovators in the CYC 
field and other disciplines, such as Henry Maier (1979, 1987, 1995), Michael Baizerman (1974, 
1994, 1995), Edna Guttmann (1991), Fritz Redl (1966; Redl & Wineman, 1952), Jerome Bruner 
(1990), and Karen VanderVen (1979, 1999). Combined, these theorists have worked for over 50 
years to articulate a foundational theory of self and its relationship to CYC. The relationships 
between the self and knowledge and practice in CYC primarily include self-reflection, presence, 
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and authenticity. Within the canonical discourse, understanding and articulating the self has 
come to be understood as necessary for effective, ethical, relational, and professional practice. 
  

Although the self is described with some variability in the canonical texts, the authority 
imbued to these authors, their intra-group referentiality, use of personal experience as evidence, 
shared assumptions around individuality and introspection, reflexive rather than definitive 
articulations, and depoliticized understanding of the self all constitute the canonical nature of the 
self. Nealon and Giroux (2012) explain that “to be an author in the canonical sense is to be 
invested literally with author/ity, to be taken seriously and even revered for your 
accomplishments” (p. 11). It is in reference to the issue of authority as it is employed in relation 
to particular articulations of the self that the canonical self emerges and necessitates critique.  

 
Importantly, I am not standing outside of this particular CYC tradition to level a critique: 

I was trained through these canonical texts, have engaged with them thoroughly in my education 
and practice, and consider myself to be, in some small way, part of a new generation of self-
theorists in CYC. My interest here is to use the canonical notions of self-reflection and 
questioning assumptions to interrogate the very foundations of our thinking on the self. I work at 
this project from within the very discourse that I seek to open up. As such, I perform a doubling 
practice which Lather (2001) describes as simultaneously working-within and troubling-from-
within. This type of conservative transgression is a double gesture that depends on a shared 
horizon yet gives new inclinations and twists to those shared lines. I therefore sample from the 
CYC literature in order to provide a reading that I feel moves us in a direction more accountable 
to our contemporary circumstances. I emphasize the depoliticized nature of the self in its 
canonical form in order to work towards a notion of politicized praxis as a shared horizon of 
possibility. 

 
The Canonical Literature 

 
Gerry Fewster 
  

Gerry Fewster (1990, 1999, 2010) is one the most visible figures in articulating a CYC 
perspective of the Self. Fewster (1999) generally capitalizes the “S” in Self and describes it 
variously as the experiencing of a unique perspective, an inner voice or real essence, and “a 
mind-boggling notion that urges me to come to terms with my place in the cosmos” (para. 2). In 
the company of Frances Ricks, Mark Krueger, and Thom Garfat, Fewster has literally written the 
book on the self in CYC. His first major work, 1990’s Being in Child Care: A Journey into Self, 
which is cited in nearly all the works of the other canonical writers, argues that the experience of 
self is the heart of CYC practice. Although he draws consistently on psychological theories, he 
also critiques them and works on a perpetually evolving theory that integrates psychology, new 
age theory, and science with his personal experience. 

  
Moving back and forth between theories of the self and his lived experience, Fewster 

(1999) intertwines the intellectual and the reflective with examples from his practice with 
children and youth. In terms of relationships, he explores the paradox of needing autonomy for 
relatedness, stating that “the more I am able to experience my Self as a separate and unique 
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being, the more I am able to become an active participant in seeking, creating, and sustaining my 
relationships with others – and vice versa” (para. 3). He also explores the mind-body connection 
via his training in Western psychology, his forays into new age experience and energetics, and 
his ongoing work to hear his internal voice. Fewster shares the insight that, “when my mind 
opens up to what my body already knows, I will be free to become all that I am” (para. 34). It is 
important to Fewster to continually reconceptualize the self in the light of new experience, to 
seek empirical evidence for the self, and to explore the utility of concepts and evidence for 
working with the self. In the end, he suggests that “the Self emerges through direct contact with 
other Selves” (para. 52). 

  
In his most recent major work, Don’t Let Your Kids Be Normal, Fewster (2010) reduces 

political, ideological, and environmental constraints on human development to projections of 
individual psyches inundated by fear. In other words, the social here is reduced to the Self. 
Rather than changing the contexts in which development takes place, Fewster argues, developing 
curiosity, compassion, caring, and awareness at the individual level are primary to solving 
society’s ills. Only the recognition of an authentic self within each parent and child can intercede 
in the intergenerational transmission of fear that catalyzes hostility and insecurity worldwide. 
Fewster places unprecedented responsibility on parents for their lack of personal development 
that, in turn, interferes with their children’s inherent development potential. On the other hand, 
Fewster reassures parents about their natural belonging in this world, their authentic selves, and 
provides a practical avenue for personal and intergenerational healing. This healing, he argues, is 
available only through consciousness raising and authentic relationships based on the universal 
communication systems of intuition and energy. 

  
In a Rousseauian turn, Fewster (2010) claims that children inherently know what they 

need to develop, and that it is only adult fear, projection, and rejection that stifle children’s 
growth. In his view, parents make individual choices that allow the mythology of medical 
diagnosis and the practices of pharmaceutical companies to maintain power over their children. 
Here again, he reduces social phenomena to failures in parenting, a reading of the social order 
that does not account for issues of power, structures, or discourse related to economic or political 
systems. Fewster locates himself within the psychological establishment, which he renders as a 
soulless enterprise incapable of meaningful relationship. Again, however, he holds out a 
glimmering piece of salvation in the form of a reading of quantum theory that offers a radically 
new vision of reality in which humans are an integral and purposeful aspect of the cosmos. 

 
Mark Krueger 
 
 Mark Krueger (1991, 1994, 1997, 1998, 2009) has been acknowledged for his lifelong 
direct work with youth, as well as his literary and theoretical contributions to CYC. Krueger 
(1997) extrapolates insights from research contexts to explore how using presence in CYC work 
often employs stories as a frame. Krueger explains that self-understanding, including knowing 
one’s feelings and consciousness, can deepen “understanding of the meaning of what is 
occurring” (p. 154) and “ the subjective world of the child by sharing the road to self-discovery” 
(p. 154). This author contends that CYC workers frame experience in stories, integrating three 
sets of thoughts: (a) the uniqueness of the story due to the worker’s presence in it; (b) the 
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existence of the story achieved through recollection; and (c) the interpretation based on familial 
and cultural experience. In describing the self as a reflective and interpreting being that can come 
to understand itself in the process of storying experience, Krueger (1997) highlights the regular 
practice of using experiential approaches to think about CYC work. He emphasizes the 
subjective nature of storying and CYC work, while noting that some sort of objective accuracy is 
also possible through the reflective process. 
  

Although Krueger (1997) posits a cultural and familial component to the practice of 
telling and interpreting stories, there is insufficient acknowledgment, I believe, of the power and 
structures that allows one to be a legitimate storyteller or have a valid interpretation. There seems 
to be, in Krueger’s account, an assumption that an individual can story and reflect on experience 
relatively independent of economic, unconscious, linguistic, or social factors. While Krueger’s 
earlier work emphasized practitioner meaning-making, more recently he has explored 
genuineness in human interactions, and he has this to say about his experience: “I had to know 
self so I could be available to mirror back my experience of the other” (2009, p. 49). Such 
genuine interactions are predicated on the ability to be present, curious, and sensitive, he says, 
but at bottom, youth are really “waiting for someone real” (p. 50) to show up. Krueger explains 
that this “real” person is someone whom they can emulate, some who can be with youth through 
their own questioning of who they are. The “real” person here is related to an authentic, 
independent, and timeless individual essence. 

 
Frances Ricks 
  

Ricks (1989, 1993, 2001), although acknowledging that the concept of the self is 
amorphous, puts forward three principles of self-awareness: (a) the self is available to awareness; 
(b) the self-image produced by this awareness is affected by new information and therefore 
changes; and (c) this changing self-image affects the functioning or behaviour of the self. The 
self-awareness model that Ricks proposes for CYC contains two major categories: beliefs and 
style. In her model, beliefs are statements held to be true and style, or “presentation of 
individuality” (p. 37), are the essence of one’s being. Self-awareness is tied so intimately to 
presence that “presence of self and action of self comes into operation only when one’s attention 
is turned inward, and until or unless that happens, there is no self to be present” (p. 35). Ricks 
proposes moving beyond a view of self-awareness as summary knowledge of views, values, 
beliefs, and personal characteristics, toward a more active state or dispositional presence in 
which being aware is “to act in knowing what is; to be present in that knowing, and taking that 
presence into action” (p. 34). 

 
For conceptual purposes, Ricks (1989) describes the self as a “combination of 

being/presenting one’s thoughts, feelings and behavioural acts out of one’s construction of 
reality or world view” (pp. 35–36). Ricks describes the self in terms of positions, or 
configurations within a temporal dimension, that are evident as thoughts, feelings, and acts. 
These positions are postures of the self and are “bottom line statements of one’s being or the 
essence of who one is” (p. 39). While Ricks argues for increased self-awareness and presence, 
she also cautions that positions or constructions of reality “are constructed from one’s reality and 
they serve one by maintaining that reality” (p. 39). Self-awareness therefore necessitates critical 
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evaluation of potential deceptions done in a “safe environment for self-awareness discoveries” 
(p. 40). Once the beliefs, values, attitudes, style, feelings, and actions of a person are brought 
into conscious awareness at a specific time, then, and only then, is there a being or becoming 
self. The self, therefore, is provisional, subjective, and transitory, yet at any given moment or 
position can be thought of as having a specific essence or bottom line. 

 
 In the context of practitioner training, Ricks (1993) reflects on the role of a worker’s own 
needs and desires, and their capacity to impose particular interpretations on clients. Ricks 
proposes a model of practitioner training called therapeutic education to integrate personal 
growth in curriculum objectives. She argues that CYC training should “adopt a new approach 
which incorporates a therapeutic element” because “just about every student in a counsellor 
training program will need help with personal issues if they are to be effective in their work” (p. 
22). Ricks proposes a complete reworking of departmental values and structures to accommodate  
an educational approach that centres the student’s personal growth needs. She ties the therapeutic 
education model to the KSS model and explains the conjunction as a process whereby personal 
learning supports the learning of others, individual differences are attended to, and trust and care 
are central to the learning process. Positing the development of self as the focus of education, 
Ricks argues that, “educators must have clarity about the self and how to assist students in 
inquiring and discovering the self whether they are teaching research or intervention methods” 
(p. 33). 
 
 In her 1989 model of self-awareness, Ricks takes up the idea that being present to the 
other (client) is impossible without being present to the self (practitioner). She goes so far as to 
claim that “to know about the client requires being aware of self since the client only exists out 
of one’s self experience of the other person” (p. 35) and that “without self there is no other” 
(2001, para. 1). Stated like this, self-awareness borders on solipsism and subjective idealism. 
Ricks, however, is specifically speaking to the awareness of the practitioner rather than to the 
actual physical existence of other people. From the outset, she puts forward self-awareness as a 
precondition for being accountable to the children and families that CYC practitioners work 
with. Almost 20 years after Ricks put forward the self-awareness model, she, with Hoskins, 
returned to the idea of understanding otherness and difference through the lens of self-awareness. 
  

While the early writings of Ricks parallels the emphasis on self-reflection and 
authenticity to the minimization of social factors, Ricks and Hoskins (2008) situate their 
investigation into self and the experience of difference within a dynamic and shifting globalized 
world. They argue that, “due to globalization and increased connectedness, people are challenged 
to re-examine old assumptions about differences as expressed through language” (p. 283). The 
authors explore the challenges inherent in engaging with the complexities of difference and 
argue for a raised level of consciousness in CYC practitioners. They contend that differences 
themselves must be more consciously appraised and that practitioners must better understand 
their relationship to differences. Building on the self-awareness model, the authors conclude that 
negotiating difference is a process of “coming to terms with one’s self” (p. 285) through self-
observation and co-created consciousness. 
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 In describing self-observation and co-created consciousness, Ricks and Hoskins (2008) 
explain that individuals build rational frameworks, or construct systems, to interpret, organize, 
and manage the complexities of life. These construct systems rely on assumptions, beliefs, 
biases, and interpretive schemes to assimilate information, make sense of reality, and provide 
choices for action. When engaging with difference, however, our construct systems are 
challenged and possibly threatened because our basic assumptions and beliefs are not attuned to 
all of these new experiences. There is a tendency, Ricks and Hoskins contend, for individuals to 
withdraw from the experience of difference because of the perceived threat to their construct 
framework, sense of self, or professional identity. Conversely, however, sophisticated self-
observation and co-created consciousness are alternative approaches to engaging with difference. 
 
 A sophisticated self-observer, Ricks and Hoskins (2008) explain, has the capacity to 
incorporate knowledge of how the interaction among self, other, and context affects their 
experience and understanding of the world. Co-created consciousness, accordingly, is a process 
of taking a stance in relation to others, while at the same time deconstructing the beliefs, 
assumptions, and values that underlie that stance. Constructing and deconstructing experience is 
a collaborative effort in which understandings are shared, explored, and questioned (Ricks & 
Hoskins, 2008). The self in this rendering is an ongoing and situated complexity that weaves 
history, context, and relationships into a reflexive engagement with other. Ricks and Hoskins 
conclude by remarking that, not only is this perspective infinite in the “possibilities for creativity, 
communion, and compassion,” it also “demands from everyone the capacity to be helpful and 
merciful in understanding themselves and others in the moment” (p. 307).  
 

This co-created matrix in which self, other, relationships, and ways of being creatively 
emerge from conscious relationship opens enormous possibility and dynamism in CYC practice. 
The model generally puts difference at the centre, whereas models of professionalization and 
credentialing seem to centre standardization and similarity of competence and ability. This more 
recent writing demonstrates a subtle shift in CYC literature towards more relational and socially-
inflected accounts of the self. 
 
Thom Garfat 
 

In “Four Parts Magic: The Anatomy of a Child and Youth Care Intervention”, Garfat 
(2003) analyzes the therapeutic moment of CYC interventions and uses practice examples to 
demonstrate how interventions take place through noticing, connecting, giving meaning, and 
speculating on the meaning-making of others. He then goes on to explain how “checking-in with 
self” (p. 8), “monitoring self-presentation” (p. 11), and “the utilization of self” (p. 12) are all 
processes that occur throughout the interventive process. Checking in with self is explained as a 
self-awareness of one’s own experience and the assumptions and constructs that structure 
meaning. The monitoring of self-presentation is the process of scrutinizing one’s external self, 
including behaviour, body, and interactions, and how they might impact others. For Garfat, the 
utilization of self involves the intentional actions a practitioner makes “using some characteristic 
of herself or her experience to influence the process of intervention” (p. 12). Some examples of 
these characteristics are exposing emotional experience, appearing confused, or showing 
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annoyance. Garfat explains that to use the self, one needs to be in touch with experience, 
understand one’s presentation, and have insight into the impacts of presentation and use of self. 

 
 In terms of relational practice, Garfat (2008) describes the self as individual existence, 
but positions CYC practice as a relational endeavour that manifests in the joining of self and 
other in the performance of a co-created “in-between” (p. 9). The in-between he describes 
contains both self and other in an interconnected and synchronized “we” where both selves are 
maintained. As the context for a CYC relationship and healing, the in-between is relational in the 
sense that it refers to the experience of self and other in the interaction and doing of relationship. 
Relational practice, for Garfat, although distinctively attentive to in-the-moment presence, also 
necessitates a monitoring of self and a check-in with other. 
 
 Borrowing the metaphor of the self as a lens for viewing the experienced world from 
Ricks (1993), Garfat (2008) puts forward the idea of a “perceiving self” (p. 10) and asks us to 
turn our lens on our self and our experiences. He asks the reader to ponder who we are, how we 
know ourselves, and what the limits are to our full engagement of self. He explores the self as the 
experience when we have our reflection turned on itself. The self in this rendition is therefore the 
observer, the instrument of observation, and the observed. The self is able to know itself, but is 
also self-limiting in the sense that it makes decisions regarding which perspectives it is attuned to 
and which it cuts off. These choices of perspective therefore structure the experience of self, 
other, and the in-between, and can limit connection. Garfat, however, also proposes transcending 
these limitations of perspective and connection through “the purity of self that is present in the 
in-between” (p. 11). The in-between provides the opportunity to experience self through 
relationship with other, and in a truly connected relationship, the guarded self is said to be cast 
aside and the real self honestly exposed. 
  

In “How Am I Who I Am? Self in Child and Youth Care Practice”, Garfat and Charles 
(2007) explicitly attend to presence, authenticity, and training practitioners in reflective practice 
through attention to the self. In their presentation of the theory of self, Garfat and Charles rely 
primarily on the views articulated by Ricks (1989), Fewster (1990), and their own previous 
individual publications. They speak of the influences of culture, time, personal experience, and 
history on definitions of the self, yet do not situate their rendition of self in any of these domains. 
These authors continually recognize a difficulty in expecting a situated self to define itself, yet 
deliver a singular and final definition. 

 
 Garfat and Charles (2007) begin their exposition of the self by claiming that, “it would be 
an understatement to say that the self is central to Child and Youth Care Practice” (p. 6). Next, 
they relate the idea of self to the concepts of context, being, other, and responsibility. Their 
concept of the context of self is underdeveloped except for some indication that a “true 
individual self” exists that mediates all experience, yet is only knowable within “the vulnerable 
context of an intimate relationship” (p. 6). The authors maintain that the self, as a way of being, 
is manifest as a presence in relationship rather than as a tool, technique, or strategy. On the one 
hand they posit a true authentic self at the core of every individual, while on the other they 
contend that this self is a dynamic way of being that is manifest through an aware and present 
engagement with others. The self is, therefore both “the centrality of that which we are” (p. 7) 
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and constituted through relationship-based constructions of meaning such that “that we grow and 
change while constantly redefining who we are in the moment” (p. 6). The gradual move towards 
relational accounts of the self, I believe, sets a path towards beginning to more fully theorize 
social factors in our conceptualizations. 
 
The Ethical and Moral Self 
 
 Garfat and Ricks (1995) raise the question of the relationship between doing right and 
being effective in CYC, and also introduce the concept of context into the ethical decision-
making process. Their self-driven model of ethical decision-making holds that the self of the 
practitioner informs and mediates the application of ethical codes and standards in specific 
contexts of practice. The self in this model includes the values, beliefs, and abilities of the 
worker, which interact with unique situations to resolve problems that can inform future ethical 
deliberations. The focus is on a responsible and self-aware individual who moderates ethical 
practice rather than “being driven by external variables” (p. 397). According to Garfat and Ricks, 
the attributes necessary for a functional self-driven ethics include: (a) a knowledge of self 
defined as an awareness to how values, beliefs, and previous experience act to inform current 
experience; (b) critical thinking skills, including the capacity to identify and challenge 
assumptions and the role of context; (c) consideration for alternative choices; and (d) utilizing 
evaluation and feedback. Throughout their description of the self-driven model, the authors 
position the practitioner as the mediator of ethics and the dispenser of ethical choices on a client. 
Although they emphasize the unique context of every ethical dilemma, this model lacks 
consideration of the client’s choices, values, and beliefs. The self-awareness model determines 
values as feeling-based, thoughts as belief-based, and ethics – or the rules for what one should 
and should not do – as based in the ability to analyze what one does in the world. 
 

Building on the self-driven model of Garfat and Ricks (1995) and attending more to 
others in ethical decision-making, Ricks and Bellefeuille (2004) put forward the concept of 
concerned responsiveness. They argue that concerned responsiveness and the participatory 
inquiry approach inherent in it bridge the concepts of knowing self and attending to the other and 
include negotiating values, incorporating different voices in constructing the problem, subjecting 
personal beliefs and knowledge to scrutiny, and co-creating the context of care. Ricks and 
Bellefeuille also prioritize critical analysis as central to ethical practice. Leading with the 
assumption that “internal maps of reality” (p. 118) shape practitioners’ perceptions and 
interpretations, they argue for an ethical stance of not-knowing or of being curiously engaged 
with the unknown. A stance of inquiry and not-knowing therefore challenges practitioners to 
rediscover the ethical and the self in the shifting and unique context of every experience. 

 
White (2005) continues in this line of emphasizing the role of the self and context in 

practice ethics. She posits that ethical caring depends on “the development of an ideal self . . . in 
congruence with one’s best remembrance of caring and being cared-for” (p. 13). Agreeing with 
Ricks and Garfat (1995), she highlights the personal and context-based character of ethical 
deliberation while also emphasizing the impact and involvement of an individual’s personal 
history. Her approach to ethical decision-making assumes a self that is temporally positioned 
between a personal historical narrative and an imagined future self. By 2007, White had 
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developed her conception of ethics through a praxis model that highlights the political, social, 
and moral character of practice. 

 
Metaphors of the Self 
 

Although concepts of the self abound in CYC literature, they have received little 
comprehensive review or classification. Marie Hoskins, a professor in CYC at UVic, has, 
however, investigated the self as a concept in counselling theories and her texts are used in 
SCYC curriculum. I was introduced to Hoskins and Leseho’s (1996) “Metaphors of the Self: 
Implications for Counselors” in my undergraduate studies at SCYC and the article became 
influential in my appreciation of the diversity of theories of the self among human service 
practitioners. In the article, Hoskins and Leseho analyze the prevalent theories of the self in 
counselling literature in terms of their metaphoric articulations, categorize these metaphors as 
either traditional or postmodern, and elaborate practice implications. Categorizing various 
metaphors as traditional or postmodern, they refer to the unitary self, the integrated self, the 
narrative self, possible selves, the empty self, and internalized selves. 

  
 The two traditional perspectives of the self that Hoskins and Leseho (1996) begin with, 
the unitary and the integrated, reflect a description of the self as an enduring autonomous core, in 
the case of the former, and a higher cohesive authentic self in the case of the latter. The unitary 
self is analogous, they contend, to an artichoke with a psychic fingerprint at its core: It is 
vulnerable when it is young and develops protective layers as it interacts and adapts to an outer 
world. These protective layers, however, are not the true self, and the goals of counselling and 
development, from this perspective, include discarding aspects of the self that do not relate to the 
true core, and finding a sense of cohesion in life. The integrated self, while similarly positing an 
essence or authentic core, does not contend that the protective layers need to be peeled back, but 
rather integrated. Those who write about the integrated self, such C. G. Jung, believe in a higher 
actualized self and that the path to that cohesive and authentic whole is through the integration of 
all aspects of oneself. Hoskins and Leseho offer a board of directors as a metaphor for this view, 
describing the self as the board’s chair and the other aspects of the personality as members of the 
board. The work of human service practitioners, from this perspective, is to find how the 
disparate pieces of a client’s life can be brought together into a whole. 
 
 The postmodern perspectives that Hoskins and Leseho (1996) summarize include the 
following: the narrative self as comparable to an author who uses language and stories, both 
personal and cultural, to engage in an ongoing process of narration; possible selves as a bridge 
between past and future events, which are shaped by socio-cultural influences; the empty self as 
a holograph, which is incapable of connecting with history or spirituality due to current 
consumerist culture; and the internalized selves perspective, which is broken down into a 
community of selves metaphor and a dialogical self metaphor. The community of selves 
metaphor is similar to the integrated self view of traditional psychology, but Hoskins and Leseho 
insist that within this view, there is less of an organizing centre and more of a cooperative 
diversity of voices. The dialogical self is reminiscent of a theatre performance with a variety of 
characters, dialogues, dramas, and acts representing the complexity, interdependence, and poly-
vocality of self-organization.  
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The self in this rendering is a synthesizing process that does not unify the diversity and 

complexity, as in the integrated metaphor, but rather organizes and balances the plentitude of 
autonomous characters in the play. What Hoskins and Leseho offer us is attention to the diversity 
of ways that the self can be conceptualized and how being accountable to the discourses we use 
is necessary for practice. The authors argue that practitioners are guided in their approaches by 
the metaphors of the self to which they have access; therefore, the metaphors themselves 
recirculate as social activity. 
 

 Reflections on the Canon 
 

What I have termed the canonical self, an aggregate of a small number of theorists’ 
writings in the field, plays a central role in educating students as to what a self is and how it is 
developed and used in practice. There is some historical precedent for the canonical self, such as 
the desire to include a concept of personhood and a professional self into a practice-based 
academic discipline. However, the concept of the self, as it is articulated in the canonical texts, 
has not shown itself to be in any way necessary, natural, substantiated, or obvious. Adding the 
term canonical when referencing the concept of the self as articulated in core CYC literature has 
both helped me to locate it within a particular history. It has also helped me to undo some of the 
reifications that go along with the notion of the self by considering it specifically as a concept – 
and moreover, a concept among many possible concepts. 

 
Although the concept of the self has a central place and rich history in CYC, its 

definition, explication, and adequacy continue to be debated on a number of related fronts. First, 
equivocation: The concept has been defined a number of ways across time and this multiplicity is 
shrouded by the single term self. In the CYC literature, there is a tendency to draw on a variety 
of philosophic and psychological theories for conceptualizing the self, but the tensions, nuances, 
and complexities of these different traditions are not always engaged with. The second and 
connected issue is contraction. With the concept’s almost innumerable relations to political, 
sociological, and psychological theory, many important considerations have not yet been dealt 
with in CYC formulations. 

  
Finally, with regard to the issues of critique and proliferation, the validity and adequacy 

of the concept of the self has been significantly challenged in the humanities and social sciences 
in the past century. Social constructionist (Gergen, 1991), feminist (de Beauvoir, 1949), queer 
(Britzman, 1995, 2009; Butler, 1997, 2004), post-structural (Derrida, 1976, 1978; Foucault, 
1978, 1980, 1988; St. Pierre, 2000), Indigenous (Watts, 2013), and post-colonial (Dussel, 2003; 
Fanon, 1961/2004, Spivak, 1976) perspectives, among many others, have variously critiqued, 
rejected, and/or deconstructed the concept of the rational and internal self. Such critiques or 
alternative ways of knowing have given rise to a plurality of divergent and competing concepts, 
such as those of identity, subject formation, being, place-based existence, singularity, and 
subjectivity.  

 
This ongoing critique and proliferation of concepts challenges static notions of the self 

and provides rich opportunities for dialogue. This article provides a first gambit in such a critical 
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dialogue by elaborating the concept of the self as it has been rendered in CYC’s central texts. By 
identifying critiques and problems with our current conceptualizations I hope to hint at some of 
the possibilities for rethinking the self in terms of a contemporary politicized praxis. 

  
I argue, following Yoon (2012), that with the increasing diversity of CYC students and 

CYC service recipients in Canada, it may be time to rethink and critique our central concepts. 
While critical theories, feminisms, post-structural and continental philosophies, and Indigenous 
ways of knowing may provide new directions for thinking about the self in CYC, an elaboration 
of these possibilities is beyond the scope of this article and hereafter I therefore specifically 
focus on the adequacy of the concept of the self for addressing or conceptualizing social and 
contextual factors in contemporary Canadian society. To address some of these issues, I turn now 
to the praxis model that superseded the KSS model at SCYC and I further suggest approaches to 
making CYC more responsive to the current Canadian context. 

 
 

The Praxis Model: Knowing, Doing, and Being in Context 
 
 At the turn of the 21st century, the concept of self was so thoroughly integrated in CYC 
that Garfat and Charles (2007) claimed “it would be an understatement to say that self is central 
to Child and Youth Care Practice” (p. 1). Furthermore, as professional competencies and 
curriculum standards began to take root across North America, the self was transposed from its 
theoretical origins into much more substantial, powerful, and overarching frameworks. The 
concept of the self, however, over the period of its expansion and transposition, was not 
articulated in a unitary way. In 2007 another important transition point occurred as the 
knowledge, skills, self or KSS model was changed to the CYC praxis model. I believe a new 
period is on the horizon in which the praxis model can provide a basis for radically rethinking 
and politicizing concepts of the self and thereby more adequately responding to contemporary 
issues. 
 
 Despite the existence of other conceptual frameworks throughout CYC’s relatively brief 
history as an academic discipline, the KSS model was the leading framework at SCYC from its 
inception in the 1980s. Recently, however, the KSS model was extended and superseded by the 
praxis framework, which is now the central framework at SCYC. In 2007, Dr. Jennifer White, 
associate professor in CYC at UVic, published the groundbreaking article “Knowing, Doing and 
Being in Context: A Praxis-oriented Approach to Child and Youth Care”. Following White’s 
publication, the praxis framework quickly replaced the KSS model in course readings and field 
handbooks at SCYC. White (2007) recognized the need for a more dynamic framework that 
could “adequately represent the complexities of everyday CYC practice, while also offering a 
practical tool for critical reflection and analysis” (p. 225). White also provided a critique and 
new rendition of the concept of the self as being or ways of being. 
 
 While the praxis model retained many of the older notions of the reflexive self in action 
and the integration of theory and practice in the application of self-understanding, White (2007) 
also proposed a more embodied, embedded, and narratively informed understanding of the self, 
or what she called being. Knowledge, skills, and self became knowing, doing, and being in 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2015) 6(4): 595–621 

 

 612 

White’s work, which emphasized the active and dynamic nature of the three concepts (see Figure 
1 below). White referenced many of the self theorists of the 1990s, such as Ricks (1989), 
Fewster (1990), Krueger (1997), and Garfat (2004), while also emphasizing the difficulties of 
representing in words the embodiment and expression of values, ethics, habits of thought, and 
ways of being. White articulated the notions of being with and knowing how to be in her 
conceptualization of being, and provided some examples of ethical approaches and habits of 
mind for effective CYC. The qualities she articulated included the following: mindful and self-
aware; relational and collaborative; curious and open; caring; situationally immersed; and 
inclusive. White inaugurated a shift in the conceptual landscape at SCYC and provided a new 
framework for thinking about CYC in a more dynamic, embodied, and contextualized way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       

 

Figure 1. The praxis framework. 
 

 Knowledge, Skills, Self     Praxis 

  Knowledge      Knowing 

  Skills       Doing 

  Self       Being 
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Illustrated as a web, White’s (2007) praxis framework, on the right, highlights the active and 
contextualized aspects of the “knowledge, skills, self” framework, which is illustrated on the left 
as a triangle. 
 

 

The praxis framework provided a situational, complex, and dynamic understanding of 
CYC that challenged both the notion of a static self and a standardized CYC. At SCYC, the 
praxis framework introduced a new vocabulary for articulating the relationship between theory, 
practice, and self, and challenged students, instructors, and professors to rethink CYC. As an 
undergraduate student at SCYC from 2007 to 2011, my academic beginning coincided with the 
introduction of the praxis framework, and I experienced first-hand the excitement and challenge 
of thinking through CYC as a praxis. I had been interested in ideas of the self prior to starting at 
the school, and the conversations that were happening around praxis during my undergraduate 
studies further motivated me to conceptualize my work in terms of a way of being and a 
contextualized integration of theory and practice. Furthermore, I was inspired by a number of 
CYC scholars (e.g., de Finney et al., 2011; Gharabaghi & Krueger, 2010; Skott-Myhre & Skott-
Myhre, 2011) who extended White’s model or developed their own notion of praxis to 
emphasize the political and revolutionary aspects of CYC. White’s praxis framework supported 
my early conceptualizations of the self in CYC (Kouri, 2010) and generally inspired my practice 
and research interests. Now I argue that reconceptualizing the self within a politicized praxis 
framework is imperative for contemporary North American CYC. 

  
Politicized Praxis and the Canadian Humanscape 

 
 Post-secondary education, particularly human service training programs such as CYC, are 
increasingly being understood as responsible for preparing citizens to participate in our world of 
unbalanced internationalization, legacies of colonialism, and ideologies that support inequity 
(Jorgenson & Shultz, 2012). In Canada, visible minority, Indigenous, and immigrant populations 
are consistently, yet differentially, found to be impacted on health and economic outcome 
measures (Pendakur & Pendakur, 2011; Veenstra, 2013; Wu, Noh, Kaspar, & Schimmele, 2003), 
disproportionately involved with foster care (Assembly of First Nations, 2008; Statistics Canada, 
2011a), and underrepresented in political decision-making processes (Black & Erickson, 2006). 
Given the rapidly growing diversity of children, youth, and families in Canada, spurred in part by 
increasing immigration from outside Europe and high birth rates in Indigenous and racialized 
minority groups (Statistics Canada, 2010, 2011b), attending to disparities is critical. 
  
 Traditional models of CYC that inform national curricula and practice standards are 
grounded in assumptions of individualism, meritocracy, objectivity, and cultural essentialism, 
and they do not adequately represent or respond to the realities and experiences of diverse 
Canadian populations (de Finney et al., 2011; Yoon, 2012). Contemporary CYC must develop 
alternatives to individualizing and essentializing approaches to care and elaborate strategies that 
address inequitable social realities (de Finney, Little, Skott-Myhre, & Gharabaghi, 2012; 
Gharabaghi & Krueger, 2010; Kivel, 2007). Tyyskä (2009) argues that rather than reducing the 
interplay of complex social and identity factors to single-issue approaches, a broad perspective 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2015) 6(4): 595–621 

 

 614 

inclusive of social, political, and economic features is necessary to prepare practitioners for 
contemporary practice. Research in CYC (e.g., de Finney, 2010; di Tomasso, 2012; Pacini-
Ketchabaw, 2007) suggests practice approaches that conceptualize and respond to differential 
experiences of inequity related to identity and socio-cultural factors are important for improving 
practitioner responsiveness to Indigenous, racialized, visible minority, immigrant, and 
marginalized children and youth. 
  
 Although CYC has traditionally been committed to providing contextualized care through 
direct practice, there are significant gaps in current CYC models. To better respond to Canada’s 
rapidly changing populations, CYC requires new models of practice that integrate research on 
socio-cultural processes, inequity, power, and identity. I believe we need to question how CYC 
can better respond to today’s diverse child and youth populations by critically revising our 
foundational philosophies, questioning professional roles, and politicizing praxis. Although 
Canada’s child and youth populations are heterogeneous and impacted differentially by socio-
cultural factors such as poverty, racism, globalization, and sexism, I argue that a praxis 
framework that premises these processes and integrates critical theories of identity and society 
into notions of the self can advance our state of knowledge and practice significantly. 
  

The current leading model in CYC conjoins theory and practice in praxis and defines that 
praxis as self-aware and accountable action that responds to socio-cultural, historical, and 
political contexts (White, 2007). While this model offers a language for research and training, it 
has yet to be systematically linked to research on globalization and neo-liberalism (Burnett, 
2004), heterosexism (Morris, 2011), individualization (White, 2011), neo-colonialism (de 
Finney, 2010), civic education (Claes, Hooghe, & Dietlind, 2009), representation (Nxumalo, 
2012), CYC identity (Kouri, 2012), cultural hegemony (Saraceno, 2012), and/or revolution 
(Skott-Myhre, 2004; Skott-Myhre & Gretzinger, 2006). By thoroughly interrogating and 
updating CYC’s foundational concepts of the self and praxis through socio-cultural and 
intersectional analyses, critical race and gender theories, and anti-colonial frameworks, I believe 
that we will be able to more adequately respond to contemporary contexts. This article has 
contributed to this development by outlining how the self and praxis have been conceptualized 
thus far. As an opening gambit, I hope that this work will inspire us in CYC to critically reflect 
on our theoretical traditions and move forward towards a praxis that more adequately responds to 
the realities of contemporary society. 
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